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Ket language 


The Ket /' k£t/® language, or more specifically Imbak and formerly 
known as Yenisei Ostyak /' Dstiaek// 3 ^ is a Siberian language long 
thought to be an isolate, the sole surviving language of a Yeniseian 
language family. It is spoken along the middle Yenisei basin by the 
Ket people . 

The language is threatened with extinction—the number of ethnic 
Kets that are native speakers of the language dropped from 1,225 in 
1926 to 537 in 1989. According to the UNESCO census, this 
number has since fallen to 150. A 2005 census reported 485 native 
speakers, but this number is suspected to be inflatedJ 4 ' Another 
Yeniseian language, Yugh, is believed to have recently become 
extinct.^ 
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Documentation 


The earliest observations about the language were published by P. S. Pallas in 1788 in a travel diary 
(nyremecTBHH no pa3HbiM npoBrmpriHM Pyccxoro TocygapcTBa Puteshestviya po raznim provintsiyam 
Russkogo Gosudarstva). M.A. Castren was one of the last known to study the Kot language. Castren lived 
beside the Kan river with five people of Kott, in which is believed was the last remaining people who spoke 
the language.^ In 1858, M. A. Castren published the first grammar and dictionary ( Versuch einer jenissei- 
ostjakischen und Kottischen Sprachlehre ), which also included material on the Kot language. During the 
19th century, the Ket were mistaken for a tribe of the Finno-Ugric Khanty. A. Karger in 1934 published the 
first grammar (KeTCKnh hbbik Ketskij jazyk ), as well as a Ket primer (EyKBapb Ha kctckom H3biKe Bukvar' na 
ketskom jazyke ), and a new treatment appeared in 1968, written by A. Kreinovich. 


Phonology 





















Vowels 



Front 

Central 

Back 

Close 

i 

i 

u 

Mid 

e 1 

9 

0 1 

Open 

a 2 


1. The normally open-mid IeI and hi are pronounced as close-mid [e] and [o], respectively, when 
they have the high-steady tone. 

2. /a/ freely varies between [se], [a], [e], and [a]. 

Consonants 


Vajda analyses Ket as having only 12 consonant phonemes: 



Bilabial 

Alveolar 

Palatal 

Velar 

Uvular 

Glottal 


nasal 

m 

n 


n 



Plosive 

voiceless 


t 


k 

q 



voiced 

b 

d 





Fricative 

central 


s 

£ 



h 

lateral 








It is one of the few languages to lack both /p/ and /g/, [7] along with Arapaho, Goliath and Efik, as well as 
classical Arabic and some modern Arabic dialects. 

There is much allophony, and the phonetic inventory of consonants is essentially as below. This is the level 
of description reflected by the Ket alphabet. 



Bilabial 

Alveolar 

Palatal 

Velar 

Uvular 

Glottal 

Nasal 

m 

n 


n 



Plosive 

voiceless 

P 

t 


k 

q 

? 

voiced 

b 

d 


9 

G 


central 

Fricative 

la 

voiceless 


s 

£ 

(x) 

(X) 

h 

voiced 

P 


i 

Y 

V, 


teral 


fe 





Flap 


r 





Trill 


r 






Furthermore, all nasal consonants in Ket have voiceless allophones at the end of a monosyllabic word with a 
glottalized or descending tone (i.e. [m, n, rj] turn into [m, n, r)]), likewise, [I3] becomes [1] in the same 
situation. Alveolars are often pronounced laminal and possibly 0 palatalized, though not in the vicinity of a 
uvular consonant, /q/ is normally pronounced with affrication, as [qx ]. 







Tone 


Descriptions of Ket vary widely in the number of contrastive tones they report: as many as eight and as few 
as zero have been counted. Given this wide disagreement, whether or not Ket is a tonal language is 
debatable,^ although recent works by Ket specialists Edward Vajda and Stefan Georg defend the existence 
of toneJ 9 ] 

In tonal descriptions, Ket does not employ a tone on every syllable but instead uses one tone per word. 
Following Vajda's description of Southern Ket, the five basic tones are as follows^ 10 ! 


Tone name 

Glottalized 

High-Even 

Rising Falling 

Falling 

Rising High-Falling 

Tone contour 

[I?] (34’) 

[1] (5) 

[FI] (13.31) 

HI (31) 

[/U] (13.53) 

Example 

[ke?t] 

"person" 

[syl] 

"blood" 

[su: 1] ([suul]) 
"hand sled" 

[qaj] 

"elk" 

[bantan] 

"mallard ducks" 


The glottalized tone features pharyngeal or laryngeal constriction, or a full glottal stop that interrupts the 
vowel. 

Georg's 2007 description of Ket tone is similar to the above, but reduces the basic number of tonemes to 
four, while moving the rising high-falling tone plus a variant to a class of tonemes only found in 
multisyllabic words. With some exceptions caused by certain prefixes or clitics, the domain of tones in a 
multisyllabic word is limited to the first two syllablesJ 11 ! 

Incorporation 


Ket makes significant use of incorporation. Incorporation is not limited to nouns, and can also include verbs, 
adverbs, adjectives, and bound morphemes found only in the role of incorporated elements. Incorporation 
also occurs as both a lexicalized process - the combination of verb and incorporate being treated as a distinct 
lexical element, with a meaning often based around the incorporated element - and a paradigmatic one, 
where the incorporation is performed spontaneously for particular semantic and pragmatic effect^ 12 ! Forms 
of incorporation include: 

■ Nominal incorporation, most commonly used to describe the instrumental part of an action, 
but sometimes used to describe patients instead. Instrumental incorporation doesn't affect the 
transitivity of the verb (though there are examples where this form of incorporation is used to 
describe agentless changes of state), while patient incorporation can make a transitive verb 
intransitive. Patient incorporation is usually used for patients that are wholly effected by an 
action (such as being brought into existence by it); more generally affected patients are 
typically incorporated only when significantly defocused or backgrounded.t 13 ! 

■ Verbal incorporation, more specifically the incorporation of verbal infinitives (rather than 
roots) into the verb complex. This form of incorporation is used to signify aspect and form 
causatives. Incorporated infinitives may bring incorporated elements of their own into the verb 
as wellJ 14 ] 

■ Adjectival incorporation, with an incorporated adjective describing the target or final state of 
an action J 15 ] 

■ Adverbial incorporation, where a local adverb is used to describe the direction or path of a 
movement.^ 16 ] 


Ket alphabet 





In the 1930s a Latin-based alphabet was developed and used: 


A a 

A a 

JE ae 

Bb 

c? 

Dd 

Ee 

Ee 

0 0 

Ff 

Gg 

Hh 

65 

Ii 

Ii 

Jj 

Kk 

LI 

M m 

Nn 

Nn 

J J 

Dq 

Oo 

06 

Pp 

Qq 

Rr 

S s 

§§ 

Tt 

Uu 

Uu 

Vv 

Zz 

Z z 

bh 






In the 1980s a new, Cyrillic-based, alphabet was created: 


A a 

E 6 

Bb 

Tr 

r r 

Afl 

Ee 

Ee 

)K>k 

33 

Hh 

Hh 

Kk 

65 

J1 ji 

M M 

Hh 

du 

Oo 

0 0 

nn 

p P 

Cc 

Tt 

yy 

0 (J) 

Xx 



III in 

ntm 

Tb 

0 0 

El si 

Bb 


33 

K) 10 

Uh 



Decline and current use 


Ket people were subjected to collectivization and then eventually sent to Russian-only boarding schools 
from the 1930s to 1960s. Now, Ket is taught as a subject in some primary schools, but only older adults are 
fluent and few are raising their children with the language. Kellog, Russia is the only place where Ket is still 
taught in schools. Special books are provided for grades second through fourth but after those grades there is 
only Russian Literature to read that describes Ket cultured 17 ' There are no known monolingual speakers for 
nowJ 18 ! Alexander Kotusov was a Ket folk singer and poet who died in 2019.' 19 ^ 
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